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ABSTRACT 

Global digital platforms have reconfigured how firms create, deliver, and capture value across borders, challenging 

assumptions embedded in traditional business models (TBMs) and internationalization paths. This paper differentiates 

TBMs from platform-based models along nine design dimensions—value logic, asset intensity, governance, 

complementarities, demand aggregation, data dependence, scalability, monetization, and institutional exposure—and 

synthesizes trans-nationalization models observable on global digital platforms (GDPs): marketplace piggybacking, 

app-store internationalization, aggregator expansion, peer-to-peer scaling, hybrid “platform-plus-pipe,” and global-

local orchestration. Building on research in strategy, innovation, and international business, we outline how network 

effects, modular architectures, and platform governance substitute for or reshape traditional country-by-country 

commitments, altering liabilities of foreignness, speed-to-scale, and regulatory risk. We contribute a comparative 

framework that connects platform economics to IB theories (OLI/internalization) and propose a research agenda on 

compliance-by-code, algorithmic localization, and ecosystem diplomacy. Managerially, we translate implications into 

a staged playbook and policy checklist. 

1. Introduction 

Digital platforms—from Amazon Marketplace and Apple App Store to Uber and Airbnb—coordinate multi-sided 

interactions at global scale. Unlike TBMs that grow through owned assets, linear value chains, and country 

subsidiaries, platform firms orchestrate ecosystems, rely on network effects, and codify governance in software, 

enabling “scale-without-mass” international expansion. Scholarship shows platforms are socio-technical 

infrastructures whose value increases with adoption and complementary innovation; they therefore compete as 

systems rather than standalone firms. 

Research problem. Much has been written about platform strategy and business model innovation, yet the 

differentiation between TBMs and platform trans-nationalization models remains dispersed across literatures in 

strategy and international business (IB). We integrate these to clarify when and how platform-based 

internationalization outperforms—or underperforms—traditional paths. Platforms also modify internalization logic 

by digitizing firm-specific advantages and governance, which changes entry modes, partner management, and 

institutional exposure. 

Scope and time window. We synthesize peer-reviewed work published between 2012 and 2021, focusing on multi-

sided platforms, ecosystem governance, and the internationalization of digital platform firms and complementors. 
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Figure 1: Social Enterprise Model 

Table 1. Key terms and scope 

Term Working definition 

Traditional business model 

(TBM) 

Linear value chain where the firm owns/controls key assets and directly 

produces/delivers outputs 

Digital platform 
Socio-technical core plus governance that enables third-party interactions and 

complements 

Multi-sided platform (MSP) Platform matching distinct user groups; cross-side network effects central 

Trans-nationalization on GDPs 
Expansion across borders primarily via platform code, governance, and ecosystem 

orchestration 

 

2. Concepts & Background 

2.1 Platform vs. traditional business model logics 

TBMs emphasize resource ownership, sequential value flows, and bilateral contracts; platform models emphasize 

access, orchestration, and multi-lateral rules that mobilize complements and users. This shift changes sources of 

advantage from economies of scale in production to demand-side economies of scale (network effects) and ecosystem 

innovation.  

Platforms also differ in architectural openness and governance. Research details trade-offs among access, control, and 

innovation—how loosening control can stimulate complements while risking fragmentation, and how design/interface 

rules stabilize ecosystems.  

Internationalization implications. Platform economics interact with country heterogeneity: when network effects 

are global (e.g., developer networks), one global platform may dominate; when they are local (e.g., ride-hailing with 

local drivers and regulators), localized, city-by-city expansion is optimal. 
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2.2 Internalization theory in the digital economy 

Digitalization changes classic IB assumptions by rendering firm-specific advantages (FSAs) more codified and near-

decomposable; governance can be executed through APIs and algorithms, shifting make-or-ally decisions and 

attenuating liabilities of foreignness for asset-light entrants—while introducing new regulatory/data risks. 

Table 2. Archetypal contrasts: TBMs vs platform models 

Dimension TBM (pipe) Platform (MSP) 
Implication for cross-border 

growth 

Value logic Produce & sell Enable & orchestrate 
From output to interaction 

value 

Scale Supply-side, asset heavy Demand-side, asset light 
Faster scaling once network 

ignites 

Innovation In-house, supplier-led Complementor-led Innovation rate externalized 

Governance 
Contracts/manual 

oversight 
Code-based rules + policies Compliance-by-code potential 

Revenue Unit margins/licensing Take rate, ads, subscriptions Monitors both sides of market 

Entry mode Export/FDI/franchise 
Platform seeding & local 

partnerships 
Lower fixed commitments 

Risk Capacity & inventory 
Multi-homing, disintermediation, 

policy 
New platform-specific risks 

Data Peripheral Core asset Analytics → localization 

Institutional 

exposure 
Host-country operations Data/privacy/competition policy Algorithmic compliance 

 

3. A Differentiation Framework: Nine Design Dimensions 

We propose a diagnostic framework that distinguishes TBMs from platform models across nine dimensions and links 

each to trans-nationalization choices. 

1. Value creation logic (pipe → platform) 

2. Complementor dependence (low → high) 

3. Network effects (absent → same-side/cross-side) 

4. Governance mode (contractual → code-based + policy) 

5. Openness (closed → selective/open) 

6. Data centrality (supporting → strategic) 

7. Scalability (capacity-bound → demand-driven) 

8. Monetization (unit margins → hybrid take rates) 
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9. Institutional exposure (operational → data/competition policy) 

Prior work documents how openness and control shape innovation outcomes and platform performance, and how 

platform competition hinges on strategic trade-offs—e.g., winner-take-most dynamics are not universal. 

Table 3. Nine-dimension diagnostic for model differentiation 

Dimension Key diagnostic question TBM signal Platform signal 

Value logic Is value produced by the firm or by interactions? Output-centric Interaction-centric 

Complementors Are third-party complements essential? Optional Core 

Network effects Do more users increase value? Weak Strong, cross-side 

Governance How are rules enforced? Contracts Interfaces, policies 

Openness How is access managed? Closed Selective/open 

Data Role of data? Support Strategic asset 

Scale path What limits growth? Capacity Demand ignition 

Monetization Where does revenue accrue? Products Interactions 

Institutions Regulatory exposure? Labor/FDI Data/competition 

 

4. Trans-Nationalization Models on Global Digital Platforms 

Drawing on IB and platform strategy, we identify six archetypal internationalization paths observable on GDPs. 

Model A: Marketplace piggybacking (e.g., Amazon, Alibaba) 

Mechanism. Sellers internationalize by onboarding to a global marketplace that externalizes traffic acquisition, 

payments, and logistics. Advantages. Low fixed costs, rapid market access; Risks. Take-rate dependency, algorithmic 

visibility, platform policy shocks. Research on platform intermediation and cross-side effects explains the speed and 

fragility of such growth. 

Model B: App-store internationalization (e.g., iOS/Android developers) 

Mechanism. Developers reach global demand through a single distribution stack; local adaptation via pricing, 

language, store optimization. Advantages. Near-frictionless export of code; Risks. Gatekeeper control, fee structures, 

discovery dynamics. Complementor innovation and standards/gov-by-code shape outcomes. 

Model C: Aggregator expansion (content/travel/food platforms) 

Mechanism. Platforms centralize consumer demand and broker supply (hotels, restaurants) with minimal asset 

ownership. Advantages. Demand-side scale; Risks. Multi-homing, disintermediation, country-specific antitrust. 

Platform competition literature highlights how differentiation—not only scale—drives persistence. 

Model D: Peer-to-peer scaling (e.g., ridesharing, home-sharing) 

Mechanism. Two-sided local marketplaces with heavy local complementor onboarding (drivers, hosts) and regulatory 

engagement. Advantages. Rapid city-level ignition; Risks. Localized network effects, institutional contestation. 

International strategy evidence shows local vs global network externalities dictate expansion templates. 
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Model E: Hybrid “platform-plus-pipe” 

Mechanism. Firms combine owned assets (logistics, cloud regions) with a platform layer (APIs/marketplace). 

Advantages. Quality assurance, compliance; Risks. Capital intensity, organizational ambidexterity. Internalization 

theory predicts hybrid governance when codified FSAs meet country constraints. 

Model F: Global-local orchestration (ecosystem portfolios) 

Mechanism. Orchestrators adapt governance, fees, and APIs by country cluster (e.g., EU vs. US vs. India) while 

maintaining a global core. Advantages. Regulatory fit, local relevance; Risks. Complexity, fragmentation. Reviews 

emphasize governance design and complementor management as levers. 

Table 4. Six archetypes of platform-enabled trans-nationalization 

Model Unit of scale Local intensity Core risks When superior to TBMs? 

Marketplace piggyback SKU/merchant Low-medium Take rates, platform bias Testing demand rapidly 

App-store App/feature Low Gatekeeping, discovery Software & content export 

Aggregator Category Medium 
Disintermediation, 

antitrust 
Fragmented suppliers 

Peer-to-peer City node High Regulation, safety High local latent supply 

Hybrid Asset + API Medium-high Capex, complexity Quality-critical services 

Global-local 

orchestration 
Country cluster Medium Governance drift Diverse regulatory blocs 

 

5. Comparative Analysis: TBM Internationalization vs. Platform Paths 

5.1 Speed, scale, and scope 

Platforms can compress market entry cycles by substituting code and governance for physical investments; however, 

ignition requires overcoming chicken-and-egg constraints and local institutional hurdles. Empirical reviews document 

that not all platform markets tip and that strategic differentiation, not just scale, underpins durable advantage. 

5.2 Liability of foreignness (LoF) and local embeddedness 

Platforms may reduce certain LoF components (distribution, discovery) while increasing others (policy visibility, data 

localization). IB work argues digitalization reconfigures FSAs and governance choices; platform firms toggle between 

globally integrated and locally embedded strategies depending on whether network effects are global or local.  

5.3 Complementor ecosystems and openness 

Openness spurs innovation but invites multi-homing; tight control improves quality but risks stifling complements. 

Governance mix (access rules, interfaces, fees) is foundational to cross-border replication. 
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Table 5. Head-to-head: TBM vs. platform trans-nationalization 

Criterion 
TBM path 

(export/FDI/licensing) 
Platform path Who tends to win? 

Speed-to-market Slower (permits, build-out) Faster post-ignition Platform 

Capital intensity Higher Lower upfront Platform 

Local legitimacy Strong (physical presence) Variable; policy-visible TBM in sensitive sectors 

Innovation rate Internal 
Externalized 

(complements) 

Platform in modular 

domains 

Control over quality High Via rules/interfaces TBM unless hybridizes 

Regulatory complexity Labor/FDI Data/competition policy Context-dependent 

Scalability across 

borders 
Capacity-bound Demand-driven Platform 

Revenue resilience Contractual Take-rate/ads; volatile 
TBM in mature, stable 

markets 

Sources: synthesis from Hagiu & Wright (2015); de Reuver et al. (2018); Banalieva & Dhanaraj (2019); Stallkamp 

& Schotter (2021 

 

6. Managerial and Policy Implications 

6.1 Managerial playbook 

Design for ignition. Identify cross-side catalysts (e.g., subsidies, seeded supply), then localize only the variables that 

move network effects (payments, language, trust signals). Governance as product. Treat interfaces, fees, and policies 

as tunable levers; measure complementor health as a first-class KPI. Choose a trans-nationalization archetype. 

Align model choice with the geography of network effects—global (apps, tools) vs local (mobility, delivery). Evidence 

shows this choice predicts market-by-market success patterns. 

Hybridize when quality or compliance is critical. Combine owned assets with a platform layer to balance 

experience assurance with scale. Internalization theory suggests hybrids when codified FSAs interact with country 

constraints. 

Compete beyond tipping. Plan for persistent rivalry and multi-homing; differentiation (vertical, governance, or 

complement bundles) sustains value even when markets don’t tip to one winner. 

6.2 Policy checklist 

Platforms compress distance but expand policy surface area. Regulators and firms should co-design compliance-by-

code (e.g., data rights, algorithmic transparency) and enable cross-border complementor participation. 
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Table 6. Actionable checklists 

Stakeholder Top 5 actions 

Platform founders 
1) Map network-effect geography; 2) Pick archetype (A–F); 3) Set openness & take-rate policy; 

4) Instrument complementor health; 5) Stage market entries by adjacency 

Complementors 

(SMEs) 

1) Multi-home strategically; 2) Build discovery assets (ratings/SEO); 3) Localize top 3 

frictions; 4) Track unit economics after fees/returns; 5) Plan platform risk hedges 

Policymakers 
1) Harmonize data/consumer rules; 2) Enable cross-border payments/ID; 3) Encourage 

interoperability; 4) Facilitate SME onboarding; 5) Create grievance & due-process rails 

 

Conclusion 

Digital platforms differentiate from TBMs by shifting the locus of advantage from owned assets and linear processes 

to orchestrated interactions and ecosystem innovation. In cross-border contexts, platforms substitute software 

governance and network mobilization for physical commitments, enabling speed-to-scale but raising new risks in 

policy exposure and complementor dependence. Our diagnostic and archetype map clarifies which platform trans-

nationalization model fits which geography of network effects. For managers, the imperative is to design governance 

as product, pick the right archetype, and measure complementor health alongside growth. For policymakers, 

harmonization and interoperability can unlock SME participation while ensuring fairness and accountability. 

Table 7. One-page synthesis: TBMs vs. platform trans-nationalization 

Dimension TBM Platform 

Scale mechanic Supply-side Demand-side (network effects) 

Expansion unit Subsidiary/contract Code-based market entry 

Core risk Asset rigidity Policy & platform rivalry 

Edge in Stable, capital-intensive sectors Modular, complement-rich sectors 

Success metric Margin per unit Interaction density & complementor health 
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